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HOMEPLATE 


BEFORE THE LittLe LEAGUE 
—for the students at Governor's School East 


Our block bats below 200 

a baseball loses its cover 
blackberries are gone to seed 

too gritty to even spit 

or we would pick 

and sell them, buy anew baseball. 


Pap Brandon chases 

us from his lot 

the lime of the ghostly diamond 
dissolves In the rain. 


And lam the smallest kid who 
has no tan In August. 

High top black sneaks 

hide a great imperfection 

the black hole disappointment 
of being a girl. 


Boys keep careful score 

of all the wrong things: 

the fly you drop 

like It was a molten bowling ball 
the squeeze bunt that poops out 
five inches from a greedy catcher, 


Prayers soar like home runs 

or wrens startled from 

a pitcher's mound at dawn, 

| dream a miracle triple play 

of heroes: Joe DiMaggio, Yogi Berra 
and, his hand stretched 


touching mine, he whops my back 
offers a dip of Copenhagen. 

Oh blessed sunrise in the beaming grace 
of Mickey Mantle. 


CATCHING THE BLUE SILK MaAcic Hat SHow 


| wake from the dream always before dawn 
hopeless, wanting to have conjured dawn 
without effort, easy as day, 

My waking Is like whipping 

blue silk over an empty hat. 


Nightmares never explain themselves 
their transports, fractures, splits 
of geography and time. 


It is overgrown now, my child home 
inhabitied by a careless trendy woman 
lured often to Miami. 

Her plants die or run amuck. 

No one sculpts now the yews that 
once had Versailles potential, 


Suddenly in this dream | am captured 

into a van that rampages down the incline, 
once a childhood path, now overgrown, 
Panels rattle like bones. 

In the meadow my captor whispers, 

“Iwish you no harm, but you can keep 

me from death.” His tale Is criminal 

and touching. | love him. We plan escape. 


Asmall monitor within begins 

her sermon: “Too many newspapers 

you are fueling a fantasy spawned by reckless 
newspaper reading. This is a shark 

you take for a lover.” 

Vines with blackberries rope my ankles 

juries gather in obsidian twelves, 

A black bead rosary stretches to gallows length. 
lam bound with rosary, vine and guilt: 
Blackberry, black bead, black out, 


When | have no more power over the dream 
skillfully | draw through long fingers 

the blue silk, tie It around my neck, so, 

and go off dauntless where | contro! 

all the magic shows 

to a morning of broken light. 


EXAMINE THE ROOMS 


Notice on the left: 

this room defies the laws of physics 
being wet and dry hot and cold 
speeding with pistons still as stone. 
This is where | stay. 


Next door lives the actress 
in acontrolled environment 
tank neutral in all the above 
dimensions. 


Beyond the stairwell Is 16 
feathers, ochre light, high wind. 


And 33: elevation crucial 
the foreign smell of fatigue, haze. 


Next, the rooms still occupied: in 40 
brother mirror betrays sister face 
breath short, limbs 

willing, willing. 


Passing 65, folded fat 
papers bulge the breast pocket, 


It comes to this sometimes: 90 

wrapping the open weave shawl against 
the chill down a corridor 

wheeling, wheeling. 


THE HARD Part Is THE MIND 
—for Tim 


Let beauty slip 
silver as minnow 
into any deep pond 


talents— 

rope dancing, whistle carving, mime 
should toll like ash 

in a slack wind 


Let piety pray itself 
sleepy behind the veils 
of old saints 

and aunts 


confidence, skip 
your rehearsal 
cough brash 

in the untuned mike 


Grace can stumble 
manners gaffe 
humor frown 

but not— 


the hard part is the mind 


THE SestINA Neeps A SEVENTH LINE 


In this an unrepentant fall 

rain dabs and smears the pane. 
Near a hearth, split logs 

are a harvest of hard wood choice, 
Day shortens with the soft 
wobbling ‘who’ of an owl worried 
the season wishes to calll it quits, 


It will fake a month to log 

a tale marked with pain 

of promise, wish and choice. 

The world tarnished with the fall 

of leaves and hope. Night drops soft 
the landscape slowly quits 

its shape and darkens with worry, 


And | worry that falling soft 
like logs decayed by choice 
our fates unbraid, fly, then quit. 


SONG FOR No INSTRUMENT 
AND One VOICE 


Friction, Itseems 
has more whimsy 
than most acts 


Take slick bodies 
that whisper promises 
loaded like bombs 


It’s three o'clock, you say, 
everyone tries harder 

at this hour 

and they should 


Defeat] can stand and 
sing all day, but 
don‘t make me lie here and take it. 


RECENT Pott CAUSE FOR LAMENT 


The hairy-chested studs at Penthouse are all wrecks, 
Ann Landers found 90,000 broads who don't want sex, 


SETTLING THE ESTATE: 


Cancelled car insurance 

Pleading form letter dispatched 

to pathologist, anesthesia specialist, etc. 
Paid Moblle Diagnostic 

the balance after Medicare 

Found a Mastercard: 

drug store charges, hearing ald stuff 
Naturalizer of the Foothills Mall, 

alllocal. Paid. Destroyed card 

Notified the bank 

Sent thank you notes to Ev and the Irish Club 
Paid the piper 

Too soon, to close the bank account 
Too soon. We must retain a balance 
somehow, 
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SMALL Boys TOGETHER 


Sometimes | wish we had been small boys together: 
conspiring to steal apples, 

compare cocks, 

piss competitively forever. 


|see us at the edge: 

a hulk of mangled machine arches over a deserted lot, 
Fearless of toxin, we clamber 

over wheels and gears cartooned In rust. 

Neglected behemoths forgotten by the masons, 
plumbers, heroes of 

a dynasty gone rotten in Korean fear— 

rusted in reserve, regret... 


In 1956 we were Elvis-mad, 

!was. You claimed sophistication 
beyond the reach of my nylon sleeve 
and scarabed wrist. 

| hated you for that— 

making me a small 

sik embarassment at your elbow— . 
one you have not noted in 30 years. 


11 


Lucky, now, we were not small boys together 
keeping still a common neighborhood— 
balding, over par, paunched 

watching graduations melt to weddings. 
One more child fades 

as we nudge each other with knowing 
leather elbows. 


No, give me again spring: 

one greasy alder stretched over a dying river 
you propped over me on one elbow, 

No one wonders now what to do with lust. 


If we had been small boys together 
then, only then, would this poem never 
never yearn. 
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BIRDS ON THE HIGH Wire 


Birds on the high tension wires 

tide an invisible subway of electrons 
commuting to a mid-morning 

graze in the park below. 


Talons clamped with art to the line 

they jockey for position and intimacy. 
Closer, inch by inch, one nudges a stranger 
who Inches without a chirp to new space, 


A cleansing ritual not permitted 
the riders of the Seventh Avenue E1 
they poke beneath their wings 

for mites that worried their 

night nest sleep 

look like so many beefy athletes 
checking armpits to guarantee 

he has not— 


A pigeon raises clay-colored wings 
and opens his beak 

in grotesque yawn and stretch. 
Other riders lift to new perches 

or flee to exits many stops 

from Brooklyn. 


A clutch of fat grannies 

huddles chattering heads 

over a sale brochure from Macy’s 
orsomeone’s surgery. 

Their purses slam your kidneys 
when you step to challenge the 
open door. 


No one rides this super way but birds, 
The electricity of our lives 
gurgles mindlessly beneath their feet. 
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ADVICE 


some things are 
the way they are 
there is no 
turning back 


turn your back 

on the deep vacuum 
you call sorrow 

itis space 


empty until 

the bomb bursts 

until history tells the lie 

that cites a science too cold 
to warm one atom 


| turn at dawn to small creatures 
who know no calculation 

who rustle in nests 

and want 


if we listen always 
to the silence of pain 
we miss the invitation 
to dew, to sunrise 


to the hunt 

for small seeds 
and berries still 
crisp with night 


THE REMAINS OF... 


You are salt on the lips of a wound. 

A body that telegraphs itself to itself. 
Anoodling on the black keys 

the swollen belly of a Taiwanese priest 
smooth tight sunburned fist 

remnants of a rusted wrench 

sand spilled from a damp shoe 

or a burnt match 

especially a burnt match. 


The executioner has impeccable taste 
peau de soi pure peau de soi 

Livid in footman’s garb, he 

straddles the stream where trout 
pucker and flash in a snowy froth. 
Cognizance is his crutch 

ahair trigger his only strength. 


Laughter peels like an orange 

the stretchy stuff of dream elastic 

wraps the belly flat. 

Emptiness rattles in the hall 

one wooden chair, a painting torn from the frame. 


Fragrant tunnel white with whirr 

and the clop clop of the magnetic horse 
before the whirlwind, during and after. 
“If only the ice would melt.” you said 
and meant it. 


The remains of, the remains of... 
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CANDLE WITH BLUE FLAME 
—for my mother 


Remarkable in docility, you sit 

while Kaye cuts thick mats of white hair. 
lam helpless to do anything but 

drop the tangles to a waste bin 

already full of gauze rusted with blood 

and styrofoam cups, cold with coffee. 
After the deed, | brush the soft 

strands away from your face. “Great, Mama, 
looks great. Learmagazine wants you 

on the cover.” “Oh, yeah?” 

Some days are restless and angry 

you claw at tubes and wires 

spurn food, reject the placement 

of pillows, adjustment of blinds, 

Everything. is wrong, all purposefully wrong, 


In an old photograph, your hair 

is lke this—soft, bobbed. You are slim 
full-lipped, gazing down and off to 

the right fixing on something the photographer 
does not see. My father holds a 


- dog on a leash in another print. 


He looks to the left. Brother appears 
suspended in a bush, staring directly 

at the camera, terrified. 

The picture of me Is the only smiling one, 
asmall smile, given the evident 
discomfort of the rest of the family. 

Bow in hair, knees pudgy, panties 
showing. The page |s dated 1942, After 
that my father disappears for ten years. 


But today let’s put some order 

to the sheets—smooth and tight and white 
against the dying body, all brulsed. 
Every toe and finger, the long limp 
muscles of the legs and arms, even 

the neck lies in folds, tarnished. 

Every tiny vein broke for freedom 

from this prison of disease. 

Only your face, Mother, is clear 

and softened in sleep, Awake your 

eyes snap with blue anger, contradicting 
a stoic, “So be It.” | was not there 

when you asked him, “Doctor, you will 
make me better, right?” 

No one told me what he replied. 


Long ago my father was pulled away by another leash, 


He is still suspended in a bush, my brother. 
| show the same small smile, given 
the evident discomfort of all my family. 


But you, 

you walked right off the page 
seeing, as always, something no one saw 
burning, as always, with a fierce blue flame. 
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SOUTH OF EVERYWHERE 
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FIXING THE BEACH 
—for Tom 


In reachable blue distance, mountain atolls rise 
an oasis of sycamore hums soft In grass 


oil is never needed; grit silkens on teeth and skin. 


Your head sa cool in chestnut 
no one remembers you bald 
music more recent than Gabrielli is banned. 


At low tide the history of feet Is 
published in wet sand. And the salt 
the salt only sweetens all wounds. 


Basic KNOWLEDGE 


| know to be busy knotting tobacco twine 
bent near a hearth, quiet 
when hail seizes wheat by the throat, 


| know how many hexagons make a square 
how many squares make a quilt for a cradle 
for amarriage bed for a corpse 

and ahead of time when to ready them. 


| know uses for arrowroot, cures for fireweed 
to hang basil to rid argom of wood smoke 
the uses and misuses of bane. 


| know to blink so | won’‘t see him stiffen 

when | tell that! fear. 

The way the nerves know, | know, when to howl 
and when not to howl. 


Glacial, moonlit, the tracks we follow 

swerving nearer than breath to the river 

where we walk yards, yards along the bank 

before descent, boots breaking the ice crust of mud. 


Here are nets and traps: webbing and teeth 
stringing the dry space of summer. 
Stiff winter nails me to timbers of drought. 
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To the west before the eye sees the black wall of wood, 


That's where the briar field was before the plow cut 


the deep coffee furrows curled like lips mocking the sky, 


You brought home shells relics of an ancient sea 

a gift of deep ancestry your hand muddy and meek. 
Look now before the light fails 

soft small pleces of sky mirror the ancient sea. 


No knowledge now of thorns, a plow, the wheat. 
| know only waves reaching to the black wood 
and mollusks beckoning each to each. 


Insistent as a fly the preacher's drone of dust 
and dust the gospel truth, 

But | wish to hear again her ancient sea whisper 
spy one silver trout rise open throat bursting 


with knowledge and amen. 
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THE HuNt 


Asmall hare fakes indifference— 
its nose worrles a blank face. 
Doves are stupid to the menace 
of small armed boys. 

He is stilled first 

in the electric beam—the stag. 
The thunder of hooves 

crazes all foxes, 

Asable cannot gnaw 

through destiny: a German furrier. 


When men long for heart’s ease 
a hound’s bark nags them 

to a sport they no longer crave. 
Arifle braced against a shoulder 
slams the body home. 


This poem is for all creatures 


who are haunted by ancient dream: 


the hunted; the hunters, too. 


REAR END COLLISON 


Officer, | declare 

it was a sign | understand 

a delta insisting yield 

and | did 

when all of a sudden 

they were all over my rear end. 


Not just that Mack from the truck 
but a flesh of angered 
Volkswagens 

rising like mushrooms. 


How do you think | feel? 

my rabbit a victim of gang bang 
at the intersection of 

Mound Road and 

Turnprick 

Imean, Turnpike. 


Yes, | have insurance 
and a likely agent 

If | can Just turn 

that $100 deductible 
trick. 


Z3 
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Foop FRIGHT 


What the confident cook doesn’t know 


ls all her stage fright transfers 
mid-cocktails to the medi, 


The kitchen of each Christmas 
feast is haunted by the paranoid 
dream of an historic boar’s head 


arrested on its apple 
in amillennium of first bites. 


If it were only an occasional anxious 
onion-smothered entrée, but no— 
back bay beans bubble in bathos 
Maryland crabs suffer 

tremendous inferiority complex 
hence thelr soft shells, 


In Carolina drumsticks 
wring their southern fried 
but missing talons... 


At the end, the parfait, even, 
sweats with the insecurity 
of the sculptor of cream. 
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WINTER PicTURE 


Nothing yet brulses this snow 


The tableau of stone urns huddled 
their chrysanthemum stalks 
crayon upon the white hush 


Trees drawn with pens of finest tip 

a squirrel his tail etched with the same pen 
his eyes burn like a chest of gems 

feet leave rapid glyphs to be 

read from the snow 


I translate from the etched whiteness 
Mercy Is a glove 


None of you will be shaken 
in the claws of owl cry 
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Creek Rock GoLp 
—for Bradford Evans 


To make magic of the ordinary. it is the gift 
of the yellow tongue. 


Of the few certainties we know, death is silent 
shade and dry. Witness the drying death 
of creek rocks. Then 


return with me to a creek bed in childhood, 
sunlight slices through oak branch 
and moves the creek to chuckle, 


See, even inmemory, 

the coincidence of light and sound 

where light touches the brook frills like a tickled child 
crawfish scuttle to shade and are caught. 


While there, let’s gather again the smooth eggs 
of astone and golden bird. She stopped creekside 
to drink and incubate, maybe, a dream. 


Take again the pebbles precious in their wetness— 
no more than can be held in one palm 
choose only beauties—ones flecked with gold. 
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A childhood'’s fraught with cautionary tales: 
beware the blight of greed 

a finger wag against lust of every sort 

gather no more treasure than can be held in a fist. 


Visit by creek visit, stone treasure grows— 
a cigar box, a table top full. If we do not soon grow 
and halt belief, the room will be a gully of these eggs. 


When winter comes with creek whispers under ice, 
sun slices through the window where | sit 
and lick stone after stone to wake the summer gold. 


| can keep thirty stones wet at once 
gleaming golden, magical alive 
with spit from my yellow tongue. 
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ADVICE FOR VisITS TO THE COAST 
| go as close as! can to water to face the truth. 
NorTH 


Return, healed of old regrets, 

in November's wind fearful with leaves 
climb the stairs, still dizzy with ghosts 

to a violet height above the sea. 


Know again the sea’s darkness 

its fishes of no mercy and no warmth 

but, only know. for ragged with new wounds 
you come back to touch the cut feet, 


struggle the grey and rocky shore 
to bathe the cut hands. Doubt your 
duty to drown so you can staunch 
the cut throat of the Maine coast, 


SOUTH 


Behind green shutters, dream of terror and 
children fretful In the hot whip of a fan. 


Watch the lace of ladies cling bronzed to their backs 
palms dying with ornamental distress. 

If there was air, no one could fear this white, this blue— 
children tumbled in tide would laugh for their salt. 


But jungle and life stop in sand; heat owns the skin, 
Drying, we are vessels of clay fired on the sun’s tongue. 
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THE Fort BRAGG LINE, SPRING 1990 


With the sting of a first star, eyes 
drive to look, ever in to 

this dark brew. The sky intoxicates; 
even the yard is rich with escape. 
Dark consumes the whispers that 
promised dawn. Silence improvises a 
metaphysical shudder. 


A rumble struck with light breaks 

over the tallest pine, the squirrel pine 
the pine of crimson cardinal 

wing flick in spring. 

A dog protests with the merest whisper 
a cat yowls like a baby distressed 

but abruptly distracted. 


A bright quick flash shocks 

the limbs of pine. Edison-manic 

noon fractures on the back lot 

the silence like breath, held 

explodes bass penetrating like aheadache 
the horizon beyond the trees, 


One heavy bomber plows the gloom 
the terrible luggage of invention 
cradled in its bowels. 

If it could, the calendar would 

shed da page. Tomorrow Is April first. 
Anight hawk swoops and wheels. 
We go foolish into a final decade. 
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OVERHEARD AT A WepDpDING: WEYMOUTH 


Ordinarily his words would not rise 

being leaden, 

but on this wedding day 

there is weightlessness 

champagne, balloons, the trill of wine— 
soaked laughter—the sum of all the suns 
of all May brides ever—distilled 

like cognac, bright and crisp as mint. 


The German bartender is 

the only one serious today, 

He will have the young 

assistant turn the greasy ball of 

the Third Reich over again and again 
while they snap the beer tins 

and pop champagne corks 
dispense scotch and scotch with 

a splash and scotch with 

a twist, His voice urges: 

Wrestle the deep Jew, run east 

of every place you've ever been, 
Laura melts from the ballroom 

a snare thumps like a cardboard box. 


ee) 


In the corner room unscreened 

| type. The machine murmurs continuo to 
the glitter of laughter, the guttural 
Immediacy of the closest voice. 

The German halls independent 

political conscience—the greasy 

balll Is string soaked in my own fat. 

lam a voyeur with thin skin. 


Awilnter poem Is 

making Itself out of this May day 
Oriental, tightly wrought, gossamer 
alandscape etched cold with 

old fear and forgotten. 


lam like the German— 
Dachau prisoner of what I’ve read 
and dreamed. 

We, two, alone at this wedding 
still hunt for the lost 

who chant in the marsh 

listen for the lost who 

pray in the wet wood, 

This fear we have wilts 

and must be hurriedly tossed 
like a bridal bouquet. 


MytHic TERRITORY 
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How To FILL THE TIME 
WHEN THE Muse ts STILL 


| take solitary strolls through 

the bin section of Oxfam, then 

try on lingerie at the swank 

shop next door 

Run my tongue over a rough filling 
sure to fall out one toffee into a tense cinema 
| watch the birds from my high window 
worry the stony pita 

strewn on the garden— 

a dubious charity, but never mind 
problem-solving builds character. 


Or write crisp brief witty letters fo 
people unlikely to reply even after 
they answer the questlon—Kate who? 
think about writing my mother 

Smoke. 


Worry the scab on my left wrist— 
the remains of a cooker burn— 
till it falls off. Cut It into tiny 
pieces with a fingernail. Brush 
the pieces onto the rug, Leave 
them there for a week 

Smoke, 


Now, muse, enough of your neglect 
COMEI 
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THE BLAZE 


It was never clear who set the banquet 
invited all sisters but the one. 


Were the cooks bewitched, the 
scullery stunned with wine? 


Who neglected the boar to flame 
in greasy cackles, the apple 


dropping from its mouth fo roll 
beneath a bench? Will the queen forgive? 
We, the seekers of fresh scandals, 


eye the socket of the hall in wonder 


The inhabitants have left for 
commerce and for grief, 


Like dumb watchers of an old tragedy 
we case the crowd for the knowing arc 


of eyebrow that names the match 
that kissed drapery even as the boar did. 
News of the sister flies, “Acquittal”— 


a christening in a gentle county called her hence. 


Will this blackened mystery ever show 
the hand that now wipes tears or 


sets the loom in haste with thread? 
Or has he left for a sleepier clime 


more delicate pastimes? Never will his brow lift 
when smoke snakes without menace to the clouds. 
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FICTION 
—for Joyce Carol Oates 


Her name is Fiona now. The room is a rich peach, 


Here and there boxes covered with Florentine paper 


stacked with structured abandon 
hint of hidden riches. They are empty. 


A pair of porcelain water spaniels 

moon in silence beneath a pleated shade, 
A drum table, recently appraised, 

gleams. Brass rubbed saints stare mute. 


Last summer she fold her analyst 

she was a woman caught in a T.S, Eliot poem. 

Chemicals, colored gelatin, time-released lute 
tunes smooth a deep ragged sleekness within. 


Lazily she toys with a Botticelli ringlet: 

from now on she could call herself ‘Shirley.’ 
Perhaps boiled eggs or dances 

from the past might cure, Passacaglia. 


Stretching, she centers, withdraws, shrinks 

to asphere, Around her: conches, scallops 

in brass, a thousand planned symmetries, but no 
silken ceremony of stillness for a pearl. 


A Fairy TALE FoR My DAUGHTER 


“I turn 18, lose my boyfriend 
and all you do Is write poems,” 


Don't worry me, Rapunzel 
| haven't let the shears 
slip In a decade 


For all your years 

in the tower 

the tortuous months 

of no information 

that small airless window 
the misuse of magic 

on your prince 

now blind 

they give no passport 


Unbrald your head of gold 
let it fall through 

the tiny window 

climb down 

by your own device 
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You escape 

through bramble, through tears 
crying, “Out of step 

mother” running 

free as enchantment (yours) 


None of my horses catches 
one of your horses 

they don’t want to 

and they can’t 

Your prince comes 
tomorrow 

or tomorrow 

or never 

his vision is clear 


and so is yours, 
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SPHINX 


On a wall she sits 
crossing, uncrossing 
her legs 

the sun limps 

day cracks her lips 


Asirocco tumbles 
the crumpled paper 
He grasps and 
smooths the sheet 
but learns nothing 


The beast you imagined 
lurked in my poem 

is parched 

waiting for thunder 
nodding, nodding 


Inside, the wallpaper peels 

she scratches a message in code: 
no one is young enough 

to understand 


He survives 

this dry time 

studies the riddle: 

words, walls 

at the wallpaper he freezes 


The first pattern is Argos 
Then Troy 

Rainfall, rainfall 

Thebes 
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TAHOMA 


Mount Rainier towers more than 14,000 feet above 
the beautiful Washington landscape. The Indians call it 
Tahoma which means next to heaven. 


Hurled from the eye of the full moon 
Rainier rises like a dream of mist 
begs to be bathed even at noon in moonlight. 


Once It seethed with magma, now It 
hovers frosted by the breath of Olympians 
ponderous with glaciers against a sky 
unrelenting blue. 


But, somewhere deep beyond the tourist’s probe 
is a cave of blinking cinders 
tended by a man with blue skin. 


He stirs the ash lazily 

slashing softly the shape of lightening 

His eyes dream the salmon catch 

and dancers wheeling in a drumming dusk. 


He dreams, too, of other aris— 
ones now vanished in the ancient 
rain of coals, 
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TRADING WITH THE INDIANS: PILLOWS 


All night an east rain fell. 

It drove the ship west, 

| dreamt of Columbus’ sister 
making pillow tops 

to carry to the New World, 


Wind sliced between the sheets 
the vessel wove strange 
designs across the sea, 


She picked motifs to 
stitch on rough squares 

in colors of sea and storm. 
Wind root 

Soul tangle 

Storm's eye 

These she had to trade. 
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In sign the Indians asked: 
Where are the earth dyes: 
the berry, pumpkin 
tannin, nut? 


“| listened to the sea’s voice. 
It spoke of common hues 
the blues we need 

to rest our head.” 


Had she not a captain 

for a brother 

would they have roasted her 
to see blue eyes melt 

to dye their buckskin 

blue as any pillow 

the deep Atlantic tossed 

to them In trade? 
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Stir Fry IN ONE PAN 
—for Pandora 


{lean to cuisine—this time a Jolly green 
giant dainty portion: sweet, sour and chicken 
like me at the end of a runaway week, 


The giant, caught in the still frozen 
breeze of his flung red scarf 
miniature, muscular, cheery, promises 


less than 350 calories with a wink that 
sends me rummaging for a small plate 
to heap with the sweet and timid bounty 
of a golden box. 


On the line at Pillsbury in Minneapolis 
Pandora thinks of me as she packs— 
and | think of her. 


How the swing shift 
has sobered her, 
once surely a flake. 


Cursed like Tantalus, she endures reverses: 
opens nothing ever now, dabbles not 

in negatives short of a few mildly 

dubious but preserving chemicals. 


Paying a penance longer than the Titan time. 
she can't remember the clamor. “Thirty aeons 
in the stir, For this the girl should fry.” 


47 


The girl, the neighbors called Dora 
(nee Jarolowski) dubbed “Dizzy” in her youth, 
night after night slams the vise 


on plastic pouches, four of 

them in the Green Giant Division, 

stir fry sweet and sour chicken section 
forme 


to eat no more than 350 calories 

dirty no more than one pan, cook no longer 
than ten minutes, gaze proudly at my thighs 
well-nourished, trim. 


In thanks the poem allows her to return to a green plaid den. 


Prometheus, snoreless, sleeps holding 

two beers and a baby with no fever 

three others have done the homework 
open jaws Innocent with scrubbed teeth. 


Nothing stirs but the dots of a dead screen 
lighting, shading his face smooth this frozen 
night, empty of dreams of eagle scream. 


lam satisfied. | am stirred, We’re alll fried. 
| take your troubles, Pandora, 
in payment for apoem. 
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SIN City SENTENCE 


The crosstown bus driver is cross 
he steers the weight of modern life 
with a third the verve 

of a falling Christian 


The treachery of graffiti is 

to him an ache of thorn 

magic marker, spray paint 
indelible blue-black crayola Balls! 


It is the content, though 

finally breaks his faith 

the vinegar, the permanently sealed crypt of 
Lot’s wife wore lip gloss. 


THE SNAKE Loses COURAGE 


In her day the snake 

was poly as a panda 

blessed with a slick emerald coat 
a broad smile 

and steadfast courage 


She fed him peels 
from approved fruits 
they talked, having a 
common interest 

in orchard care 


Ithappened at length 
behind the 

bamboo thicket 

he lost his innocence 
and baby fat 


She heard a thick whisper 

he appeared as sleek as a zipper 
with a Jewel of a gangster’s eye 
he has no guts now 

you know the apple part 


Leaving Eden, he was cursed 
with no backbone 

his stiff upper lip 

Is split 

by a galvanic hiss 
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FIFE, ROME 
AND Points EAST 


—for Mary Fay 


Goop Morninc Room 


Asweaiter shivers—its breath 
flares on the stiff air. Pillows 
waddle from thelr seats, 
beached plastic whales. 

Last night the brass abused itself 
to tarnish, Each picture is 

a moody, tilted accident. 


From the north, lavender weather 
slips, scribbling bad news on the sky. 
With the surprise of cold toes 

dawn arrives without coffee. 
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FIFE GARDEN CHARM 


Among the tich lore of the Kingdom of Fife are ancient 
beliefs, equal parts fear and faith, that mingle the mystery 
and magic of God, man and nature, The poet suggests 
here that even the modern gardener is influenced by 
these forces. 


Abit of stolen petticoat wrinkles 

in the test of fire, 

Over back and belly of barren cow 

pass a coal to warm the withered dugs. 
Squeeze, ‘cauld iron’ to ward off swine 

and let spider's tapestry hang undisturbed 
whilst Mauken’s cove is plowed below the dell. 
On Fridays let craft tipple in deserted bays. 


Wee babies will wail on way to holy wells 
their gowns areek from smoking hearth. 
Found shadow-free at dusk, a crone 

must pass beneath akirkly hand. 

Her pipe and besom buried beyond kirkstile, 
Auld Bessie quits her chanis, 


In Kilrenny now, Jean lifts clumps 
of winter aconite, divides and plants 
with charm against all pests. 


From A TRAGIC DISTANCE 
—for the Challenger Seven 


Disaster dumb within them 

a family raises faces of unbelief 
each mouth a strangled 

gape of “No.” 


A camera preserves these 
looks forever 

so that | can discover 
even from this distance 
the truth of this rash going. 


The North Sea, much with me, 
howls a threat of eternal winter 
| imagine an Atlantic grave 

of sparkling atoms. 


From the Scotland beach 
I study the numb sky 

that claimed seven 

in a rage of flame 

and drunken smoke. 


This Is my sky, too, 

grey over sifted sands 

of days of things undone— 
mine and theirs. 


From a beach of cold comfort 
| enter embarrassed 
empty rooms 


weeping with the weeping moon. 
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KILLING TIME WITH THE BIRDS 
Scotland—Winter, 1986 


Let us begin in the middle. 

With ‘screes,’ as though reduced 
by unremitting torture, the gulls come 
steely from the bay, wheeling 
the grey wind on wings 

of beaten light, unholy 

ghosts, unannounced, greedy. 


The bright bent heads of robins 
do not raise from a fevered 
last peck before they flee 
frightened by the shadow 

of giant wings. They post 

to the bare trees, sullen black 
sentinels against a weak sun. 


Setting down is fearsome 

for the gulls. Only one manages 

to nick a crumb in flight. 

The powerful act of banishment 
satisfies some hunger bread cannot. 
The small birds, hushed now 

in the high choir, wait a final drama. 


On he walks, soundless in dusky splendor 
a tattered raven, drab with pomp. 

He will restore dignity to this banquet. 

He consumes the hard tack of pita 

like some sober grandee, 

and, a procession of one, 

moves beyond the gate. 


From my eyrie, | see eight 
neat gardens along the braes. 
Each one free of rough stone, 
bits of paper, bread crumbs, 
and this partial history of birds. 
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WitHout FurtHER Worp 


_ Scotland, 1986 


Consider the last words of the outlaw 
Cherokee Bill (Oklahoma, 1886) 

Bill: This is about as good a day as any fo die. 
Guard: Do you wish to say anything further? 


__ Bill: | came here to die, not to make a speech, 


This Is not the ultimate distance from Oklahoma 
but it’s a ‘fer piece’ 

nothing looking like a prairie 

hoves to view 

the daily rain is equal to” 

the year’s bucket in Stillwater 


The houses grey, rigged high as ships, 

trick the eye—seeming to slouch and veer 
near the chopping harbor 

slipping its lease on heat 

the sun Is occasional, 

flirtatious with the clouds 

adobe Is an art never learned 


A DROWNING IN A FOREIGN LAND 


Light spills on stones 

which do not forgive the sunshine. 
Vendors clank a gate 

as rusted as their wares 

Lunch happens; forks fall to the sink, 


A child lles soaked with more 
than mother’s tears. 
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ALTERED LIGHT 
—in memory of Lucy who gave light 


The news from home is mostly good, 
! sald, and half-believed it 

till quiet dark quickened 
somewhere near my heart 

astain that spread to sting 


the trivial turning of a page 

of newsprint caught ragged 

in a blue wind flicking west 

flapping like a gull with broken wing 
nearing a sea too white, too true. 


Like each day’s sunset death 

we cannot stop, but draw 

night's shawl that is nothing warm 
across bent shoulders of the heart 

till dawn surrounds the sea with faith, 
Then, SEE 

how the light has altered. 


ODbysseY WITH CAMERA 


Without a camera, blind Homer 
pictured the towers of Argos 

sails drooped at Aulls, virgin 

soon swirled by the winds, the smoke 
that was Troy, and 


rewards of victory: lush 
curves of Circe, Cassandra's 
demented prophecy, the still 
harbor of Penelope. 

His focus was sharp. 


THE CLARITY THAT IS CRETE 


It is not at all clear 

what there is to see In 

the tangled excavation once 

St. Peter’s of Heraklion, but 

we struggle through rusted 
screen torn away from the stone 
casing that once was a window, 
leap three feet to the weeds 
and walk the nave, the sanctuary 
perhaps the choir 

with head back, gaze at the 
blue clarity of the island sky. 


The nave, the choir, they are not 
clear but as he hoists each of us 
the three feet to the window ledge 
to clear out of St. Peter's 

Nicos slips a hand deep between 


our thighs. Suddenly everything |s clear. 
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THE PURCHASE OF RHODES 


In the coal stone streets one forgets 
the dark solidity of Europe Is a 
Mediterranean west of here 

till we come upon a woman, 

dark with Asian eyes, at work 

beneath an arch. Yards of lace 

spill from swift fingers to the grey stone 
stolid, she weaves and weaves. 

In the dusk, the Colossus that once was 
more ancient than the Crusades 

has vanished like the knights 

who stole this island for Christ. 

Asmall gold cross hangs from 

the neck of the weaver, | buy alace dress, 


Nor THE Breasts oF Your LocAL GopDDESs 


We forget how to translate 
kilometers to miles. At 100 

the 1956 Ford Fairlane 

bounces the dusty trail 

spraying pebbles against 

the rusted fenders. Mohammed 
pats my hand and stops the car. 
It is slow going in a second tongue. 
| half listen watching 

goats clamber the hillside 

littered with rock. ; 
Mohammed says If we stand here 
we can take a picture 

of the temples of three gods. 


Below, the crumbling column 

of the once-gilded worship of Apollo 
beyond the church of St. Ignatius 
white against luminous sky 

and in the distance a slender 
minaret needles the alr. 

The goat bells, a metallic insult 

in the Moslem silence, 


lift the camera with both hands 
adjust for the bright light 

focus, catch with a slow downward 
glance, two hands slide from behind 
and grasp my breasts with a firm 
brownness, | squeeze 

the shutter button anyway, 


BAZAAR GIFTS 


Hakim determines that Donna is a virgin 
and begs to marry her. 

We joke and push through 

the crowd. But he persists 

with new proposals. A perfect 

Turkish rug, the size of a place mat, 
“Take it; you must. A gift from 

my country to you.” 

We study the Intricate burgundy 

of flowers and careful knots, neglecting 
the craft protesting behind our backs, 
Hakim drags the girl toward his shop. 
“A gift from your country to me. 

In your country, you love justice, sure.” 
Scales fall from our eyes 

behind our blindfold, Athena winks. 
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BusTeD IN ATHENS 


i bundle the heavy lace behind 

my knees to crquch. The aisle 

of the bus is deep in trash. 

Athens |s tiring me, ‘Locked’ 

buses are cleansed of sweaters, 

hats, tourist loot and now 

my camera, Everyone is in the taverna 
but me and the driver. His 

single English phrase, “I love 
American.” Big smile 


| peer into the gloom beneath the seat 
defeated. The camera ls gone. 
“Andiamo, Giorgio,” Doesn't speak Italian 
either. Then hands, Titan hands 

tip the lace from my shoulder, | 

fall beneath the weight. “I love 
American.” His lips crush the 

best Western scream | have. 

Only a collision of knee and balls 

shrieks a louder “No.” 


In the street | twist the 

heavy crochet smooth around my hips 
Glorgio looks like a large 

scolded dog. “Zip your fly.” 

This he understands. We 

enter the taverna, The next day 

my camera is found. 


Picture this: Achilles sulking 

in his tent. The Greeks see ten 
more years of warloom stony 

in their path: Then Patraclus 
armed to his molars calls Hector 
from his tent. Dismissing omens, 
the dream of a tearful wife 
Hector mops up with the Greek. 
Then vengeful Achilles... 


The shutter falls as the last 
chaste man drops 
outside the wall of Troy. 
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TWO FOR THE IRESURRECTION 


THE RABBI ON FRIDAY 


It ls a raw wound—the gash 
below the third rib, but hardly mortal, 


The crowd murmurs lke a last breath. 
Fear is a cloak torn before the storm, 


Three reporters collected his words, 
they said, before the sky darkened. 


His mouth wishes to breathe 
on the broken fingers, the dusty muscles, 


The mother bends like a tree 
of blossoms over the broken form. 


lam only an employee of this shaken kingdom. 
If. | touch his lips with swift oil 


ican fly deep into the fields of afternoon. 
A Galilean—he was only a Galilean. 


The rabbi moves like rumor into the hushed mob 
His eyes lidded against the future. 
The horizon is broken by crossed beams, 


67 


THe Rassi ON SUNDAY 


Women—they think | didn't do my job— 

toting oil and linen up a rocky path 

and me in their wake. 

It’s better if the Romans don’t find me on weekends 
at dawn—following a clutch of women—at dawn. 
Prison work Is sorry trade these days. 


Ladies, ladies, get up. Don’t kneel. 
Let’s get on withit. 


He has risen? | am too old for this. 
And my eyes, Why the open tomb? 
Why such bright wings? 
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FROM CHERNOBYL 


In the years after the Second World War, Josef Stalin 
was responsible for the deliberate starvation of more than 
seven million Ukranian peasants. 


We were the sturdy ones, those who lived 
sucking on a heart of rotted cabbage 
while hordes of sisters faltered on 

such a plate or less. 

When train sounds haunted the deep nights 
our father said, “From Minsk, 

with food, Yes. In the morning.” 

Many mornings of no food came, 

One morning came with no Papa, 

but we who savoured cabbage heart 
endured. Time was our friend; 

the friend, too, of those who turned 
against the wall, curled 

large frames round little flesh and quit. 


Today | curl round my small daughter 

in a queue that snakes a mile 

beyond the station. She lifts her face, 

A train hoots. “From Minsk, yes. 

Yes, It is morning 

and yes, the cabbages are pale 

and soft in rows trained like soldiers.” 

I do not say | will plow them under 

with the tractor cutting the thin dark air. 
| do not say that my heart sags 

that !, too, should have turned long ago to 
the wall, Train whistle, touch face, pray, 
Almost in joy I say, “Yes.” Or 

“You might not have been.” 
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